Abstract
past few decades have witnessed enormous growth and funding of such institutions. The growing concern for Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) has further strengthened this policy thrust for ODL The ODL institutions have demonstrated marvellous performance with more than 20% of enrolment share of Indian Higher Education. It has positively impacted the participation of disadvantaged groups in Higher Education and contributed significantly for India's performance on MDGs. It is now well realised and understood that the emerging systems of Open and Distance Learning (ODL) having a focus on "Innovation and Flexibility" are ideally suited to meet such requirements. Results of ODL interventions have been overwhelming with significant reduction in Cost of Delivery, Growing Students Strength and Enhanced Reach among disadvantaged communities.
Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU), a gigantic institution offering 226 academic programmes, student strength of more than three million and active presence in 43 countries is the biggest role player in ODL scenario of India. Starting with just two courses and about 4,000 students in 1985, IGNOU has now become world's largest mega university, most diverse and inclusive institution. At the international level IGNOU has come up as a Centre of Excellence in the field of Distance Education. University's vision statement reads as follows "Indira Gandhi National Open University, the National Resource Centre for Open and Distance Learning with international recognition and presence, shall provide seamless access to sustainable and learner-centric quality education, skill up gradation and training to all by using innovative technologies and methodologies and ensuring convergence of existing systems for massive human resource required for promoting integrated national development and global understanding".
Authors of this paper have been involved in the Promotion, Monitoring and Supervision of IGNOU's Student
Support Services under the jurisdiction of IGNOU Regional Centre in the capital of Madhya Pradesh. The area is inhabited by significant concentration of Rural Population, Scheduled Tribes, Scheduled Casts and Slum Dwellers etc. One of the authors of this paper had made a query to United Nation's Solution Exchange, an online Knowledge Management Network of Development Practitioners in India thereby seeking information about possible options available for information dissemination in such areas. A detailed account of the possible options available for developmental organisations is given in the report brought out by UN Solution Exchange India [UN Solution Exchange Report-2012] . Some of the important paradigms which emerge out of such discussions are as follows:
a) The local community based organisations should be taken in to confidence and need to be involved in the sensitisation operations. Trusted members of the community should be identified and such people should be sensitised first. b) We need to develop a layer of locals, well versed with local dialects who can act as conduit between local population and the outside organisation. c) Local population should act as the co-designer of any products and services through which we intend to serve the community. It will develop a sense of belonging of the community. The detailed report is available on ftp://ftp.solutionexchange.net.in/public/mf/cr/cr-se-mf-11111101.pdf . The report describes in detail the various facets of the developmental scenario in this area. Another report [UN Solution Exchange Report-2009] which advocates for the deployment of Open and Distance Learning Systems to educate these communities is given on UN Solution Exchange [ICT for Development Community] report available on its web site at: http://www.solutionexchangeun.net.in/ictd/cr/cr-se-ictd-food-08070901.pdf.
The UNDP's fact sheet about Madhya Pradesh highlights the poor Human Development Conditions across the Madhya Pradesh on its web site at: http://www.in.undp.org/content/dam/india/docs/madhyapradesh_factsheet.pdf).
Though IGNOU has been working in this area for a long time, it was observed that the traditional ways of advertising did not evoke expected response from these target groups and enrolment from disadvantaged groups has not been picking up to the desired level. More than 85% of the enrolment in the entire region came only from the urban centres of four major towns in the state. The representation of huge disadvantaged population living in rural and tribal pockets has been consistently low. The Regional Centre functionaries started with altogether new strategic approach of taking community in to confidence through participatory programmes. It was a radical shift from our earlier approach of relying solely on commercial advertising through newspapers. The rationales for the new approaches lies in the following points: a) Newspapers have poor penetration in disadvantaged communities and therefore generate poor community response. People show a better response if they are approached through credible individuals/agencies perceived by them as their own. For instance the Community Based Organizations, NGOs and Teachers working at grass roots etc are in a better position to convince them. Moreover people participate enthusiastically when they are counseled in group rather than individually. This special feature of the communities prompted us to organize "Khula Manch" (English version of Open Interactive Sessions) with them. b) Similarly our interventions through Street Plays in Slum Areas and NGO's involvement with Slum Dwellers stimulated encouraging response from them. c) Our intervention of taking Village Panchayat members in to confidence has stimulated a great deal of interest in villages about our programmes.It strongly advocates for paradigmatically different approach of involving Grassroots Level Institutions in our sensitization drive. This factor was largely ignored in earlier interventions made by the University. The Village Panchayat of one of the village got sensitized to such an extent that they passed a resolution in their general body to collaborate with IGNOU to organize the Students Support Services in their villages. The impact of our interventions has been sustainable and has given rise to spillover effect in rural areas.
Part II 2.

Open Interactive Sessions in Public (Khula Munch)
KHULA MUNCH is Hind translation of the "Open Interactive Sessions" in which Regional Centre's officials, Academic Counsellors and the Study Centre's functionaries present themselves for grilling and questioning regarding the ODL systems in front of Community Members and Media Persons. Officials respond to the prospective students and their queries over various issues. The idea was to Gain the Public Confidence, Encourage Peer Group Interaction, Redress Students' Grievances, Generate Media & Civil Society Engagement and to remove the Misconceptions about the Open and Distance Learning systems.
It was felt necessary to hold such sessions because the culture of F2F education is so deep rooted that prospective students find it hard to overcome the psychological barrier to enrol in a paradigmatically new system of education. [Pandey 2001] We felt that to popularise the ODL systems we need to build up confidence for this new system, project ourselves as a system open for public scrutiny and to encourage information dissemination. People from Disadvantaged Communities take a lot of interest in collective counselling sessions because there was no culture of individualised counselling in such communities.
We had the following objectives while conducting KHULA MUNCH Programmes.
Confidence Building:
We strategically approached the communities through Open Interactive Discussions in Public. It helped to remove the psychological barriers with our clientele who were vulnerable and less likely t respond to conventional ways of publicity. We strategically focused on this idea of Openness and Accountability in public to win the confidence of our clientele which was vulnerable and less likely to respond to aggressive marketing methods. The participants were the prospective students, enrolled students, academic counselors and Regional Centre's administrative officials. It was a new experience for the students primarily because the conventional Indian Educational institutions do not have such democratic culture of interaction. The rural students who participated in these sessions were fascinated by such methods. The participatory exercises helped us to build up confidence with the community members. The participants came forward with so many positive suggestions for the improvement in the services which we otherwise did not anticipate.
On the spot Guidance/Solution of Problems:
Prospective students found it interesting to resolve their queries collectively. It helped in one more way. It encouraged more active participation from students and to look for positive solutions in front of media. The Distance Learners generally face the problem of isolation with little or no interaction with their peers. We were surprised to see that participants had several misconceptions for which they could never approach us for clarifications.
Motivating new Learners
Sensitizing the people about IGNOU's activities has been a major challenge particularly in those areas where Open and Distance Learning systems are not well established, we focused on rural teachers because they are in day to day contact with our prospective clientele and the rural students make their decisions based on the suggestions given by their teachers. The prospective students and media persons were also invited in these meetings (Pandey and Singh) .The rural teachers are the information providers to our prospective target groups and their sense of belonging with our activities helped us to convert them as our brand ambassadors.
Identification of problems of existing learners
The sessions were immensely useful for already enrolled students who attended such sessions. It helped them to meet their Peers, Academic Counselors and Prospective Students and find out a collective solution for their problems in an interactive atmosphere.
Diagram 1. Philosophy behind Open Sessions
Diagram 2. A schematic Diagram of How a Khula Munch programme Progresses
Results and Discussions
This strategic move worked very well and helped us to win the confidence of the students and media .Result has been overwhelming with sizeable number of SC, ST students taking admission in our programme. The rising trend of enrolment from rural and tribal sector stands testimony to the fact that this approach works well. The exercises were then replicated in several places like Slums, Remote Villages and Central Jails of different cities. Though due to administrative constraints the Media Persons were not invited inside the jails but the jail authorities were present in such interactive sessions. The response of the inmates in the programmes was enhanced several times.
Our experiences through such Khula Munch Programmes have shown the importance of collective counselling. It makes a lot of difference to people from disadvantaged communities. There has been a strong sense of community in these societies which discourages them to come forward for individualised counselling sessions. Such open interactive session's gives rise to a simple but a radically new approach which appealed to these communities so much that they voluntarily came forward for holding these programmes. The major observations are as follows a) The disadvantaged communities show a strong sense of collective decision making. They show a lack of enthusiasm as long as their peers also take similar decisions. Because of their low self-esteem they find it difficult to take decisions but tend to come forward if there is a collective consensus. b) The prospective students from disadvantaged communities view the experiences of already enrolled students very seriously which forms the basis for their decision making. They rely more on the experiences and opinions of their own community members rather than any outside agency. Part III 3.
Interventions in Slum Areas of Bhopal
The consistent migration of the people from rural areas to urban areas has resulted in the large scale development of urban slum population. It has been estimated that 24.31% of the urban population lives in Slums in Madhya Pradesh.[UNHABITAT Report 2003] These slum dwellers are mostly unskilled and constrained to perform poorly paid jobs.The conventional systems of education due to their rigid delivery systems and costly fee structure cannot meet the educational aspirations of the slum dwellers. [Chugh 2011 , Agrawal & Chugh 2003 Though ODL systems have tremendous potential to afford them opportunities of Higher Education we found that it was difficult to make the people realise the importance of education. The traditional ways of advertising have low reach in these communities which made our job difficult. We targeted the school drop outs who wanted to take a second chance to pursue Higher Education. IGNOU has an innovative programme called Bachelor's Preparatory Programme (BPP) which gives the school drop outs direct access to Bachelor Degree Programmes. Any School Drop Out who clears our 6 month bridge programme (BPP) is afforded opportunity to pursue a Bachelor Degree Programme even if S/He has not completed School Education.
We tried to sensitise "School Drop Outs" from Slum Areas through NGOs which were working among the Slum Dwellers. As a first step, special sensitisation programmes were organised for the community workers and they were equipped with information about the ODL systems and the academic programmes [Pandey, Nayak and Mursenia 2013] . Some of the Slum Dwellers were already educated and they were taken in to confidence to communicate with the community and IGNOU's officials. It was difficult to make the people realise the importance of Open and Distance Learning Systems. They had no experience of this new mode of education and it was hard for them to adjust with altogether new kind of educational system.Street Plays were a viable idea to communicate with Slum Dwellers and some of the schools came forward to help us in this regard. Gyan Vani which is a FM Educational Radio of IGNOU at Bhopal turned out to be an added advantage. We organised several radio talks to boost our sensitisation programmes.
The community response for the programmes of IGNOU was not very encouraging in the initial stage though they came forward with several queries. Mostly married females with age group of 35+ showed a great deal of enthusiasm. We further pursued the desirous students through the community volunteers of NGOs and organised Open Interactive Sessions with them.
The students were admitted from two clusters in the Slum area of Bhopal. Since all the students were working persons and their livelihoods commitments came first, we planned the schedules for face to face counselling sessions in MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy Vol 6 No 5 September 2015 544 consultation with the students. Scheme of Mobile Study Centre was implemented in the clusters for organising the Academic Support Services jurisdiction right in Slum Areas and at convenient places [Pandey 2012] 
Results and Discussions
IGNOU's interventions in Slum Areas were taken first time at Bhopal under IGNOU Regional Centre Bhopal. The slum communities have shown encouraging response for the Academic Programmes and has paved the way for the permanent Study Centre for Slum Dwellers. The enrolled students have been very punctual in their assignment submission, attendance in counselling sessions and participated enthusiastically in the counselling sessions. Special counselling sessions were organised through FM Radio run by IGNOU in Bhopal city. The composition of the students group had better representation of the backward cast groups which shows that IGNOU's interventions have been able to take benefits to the neediest person of the Slum Communities. Composition of the students admitted in 2014-15 is as follows:
The experience of IGNOU in slum areas gives rise to interesting possibilities of tie ups with Non-Governmental Organisations for Community Sensitisation and Service Delivery in Slum areas. Such possibilities need to be explored for wider participation of Slum Communities in ODL Programmes.
Part IV 4.
Interventions in Rural Areas in Collaboration with "Village Panchayats"
With increasing policy thrust on the grass root level democracy, Village Panchayats in India are becoming more and more capacitated and empowered to Plan and Implement Developmental Projects. We therefore felt that "Village Panchayats" could be a viable platform to effectively converge with IGNOU's sensitisation operations in rural areas. Our study centre in Khandwa tried out this unique approach to enhance our enrolment base in rural areas [Pandey, Gargava, Patel 2015] . Study Centre followed a proactive approach of motivating Panchayat Members, Elderly Persons in Villages and Teachers in the Villages and informed them about how villagers can get benefitted from IGNOU's academic Programmes. They were equipped with information about IGNOU Programmes and Policies and motivated to pass on the information to villagers.
Such an approach was followed because villagers had much greater trust on their community members and leaders. Moreover they speak the same dialect and meet on the platform of Village Panchayats almost regularly. Panchayat Members were also encouraged to pass on the information to villagers during the meetings. The approach worked well and led to trickle down impact on our prospective students. There was significant enhancement in queries about IGNOU's academic programmes and within just one month the enrolment from selected villages went up to 200 for academic programmes on Food & Nutrition. Coordinator assured the students that if in any cluster of villages a minimum enrolment of 50 is generated then Study Centre will establish a Camp Location in the village itself.
In the first stage Study Centre identified Village-Singot as Camp Location where "Village Panchayat" had passed a resolution to support IGNOU's activities.50 Girl Students from that village had taken admissions in IGNOU programmes. The camp location of IGNOU was set up inside the village to provide Students Support Services. The entire Students Support Services were organised in the village itself and the course completion rates of these students has significantly gone up to 64 %. Khandwa Experiment was first tie up of any University in India with grassroots level Community Based Organisation and it was highlighted by the Vice Chancellor-IGNOU as an achievement in Convocation Report of 2014.
Results and Discussions
Our engagement with "Village Panchayats" has unfolded a new approach to work at the grassroots. The involvement of grass root level organisations has proved to be important as the people have a much greater level of trust on their own people, who are drawn from same community setting, speak the same language and meet them on day to day basis. If information is passed on to villagers through such trusted community members then it has a much greater impact on them rather than approaching them directly.
Under the interventions the functionaries of the IGNOU's Study Centre in Khandwa (Madhya Pradesh) aimed at generating a layer of such people who are drawn from village and who are specially oriented to serve the cause IGNOU. The idea was to sensitize such people, equip them with information about IGNOU and take their help in building up a network of Information Services in the villages. This approach was paradigmatically different from the earlier approach of direct advertising to sensitize the community.
It has helped to create a psychological atmosphere which prompted the villagers to come forward for education. Our academic programmes on Food & Nutrition received encouraging response from rural interiors which was never seen before. Results were overwhelming with one of the village generating enrolment of more than 50 girl students of Food & Nutrition. Total enrolment from Rural Areas of Khandwa for Food and Nutrition related Academic-Programmes underwent significant enhancement. Members of Village Panchayat in Village-Singot where we had 50 girl students came forward to pass a resolution in General Body Meeting of the Village (Gram Sabha) to support IGNOU's activities and to provide us physical infrastructure for academic counselling. The delivery of academic services in the villages had remarkable positive impact on the participation of students in the counselling sessions and success rate of the students .Our research studies have shown that if properly sensitized, the "Village Panchayats" can prove to be powerful instrument to sensitize the people [Pandey, Smriti &Patel 2015] .
MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy Vol 6 No 5 September 2015 546 PART VI 5.
Conclusions And Recommendations
The abovementioned engagements with disadvantaged people have shown that Open Universities need to sense the peculiar requirements of the Disadvantaged Communities. Quite often it has been observed that the benefits of the Open University's academic programmes are reaped by only urban population. The Rural people have neither access to the Newspapers nor any technology intensive source of information which again puts them in to a disadvantage. The study centres which are expected to be nerve centres of the information are located in urban areas.
Though Open Universities in India have made significant strides for Disadvantaged Communities, there is immense potential to further enhance reach. In Indian Context Village Panchayats, NGOs and Rural Teachers can be a viable link to connect with Rural Communities. Our experiences tell us that Open Universities should engage with such Community Based Organisations and Individuals to take people in to confidence. We need to develop a layer of such trusted Community Members/Organisations who can act as conduit between Local Population and the Open Universities.
It will not only enhance the participation of people in Higher Education but will also strengthen such Community Based Organisations.
